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Preliminary estimates developed on 
Stranger Abduction 
Homicides of Children 


Researchers conducting a scnes of 
studies to determune the number of 
Children missing annually om the U nnted 
States have estemated that the wamber of 
Children hidnapped and owirdered by 
Mrangers 1s between 52 and 15% a year 
These first findings from the National 
Studies of the Incidence of Missing 
Children are based on a detailed study of 
9 years of data from the FBI's Suppic 
mental Homicide file 


These figures represent, at most. a yearly 
average of fewer than 2 stranger 
abduction hormerides per | millon 
children under the age of 18. Teenagers 


hetween ages 14 and 17 have the 
tighest rate of all age groups. These 
new cstemates Contras sharply «eth 


ay carher 

§ estemates that 

| thowsands of 

BE chaldren are 
ees ‘rar 

and murdered cach year by strangers 

L atel now there have heen no official es 

tumates of the number of children 

abducted and murdered by strangers 


This new analysts, conducted for the 
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delon 
quency Prevention (OJJDP). represents 


January 1989 
aman Comtrrhution te cocbeme the 
speculatren and Controversy onvct tk 
nummer of thes cans the herd that 


spark fear m parents whenevect ther 
chulidren cannet he ftownd Parcnt. 
educators, and others concerned about 
the mauve of mining children can hay. 
comtidence that the nk of a child howe 
hidnapped and murdered by a stranget is 
much bower than carher Clarmed 


While these estemates provide dacumen 
tation about the number of children 
murdered and abducted annually. they 
represem only a small, albert trage. part 
of the mersseng children prcture. bor 


From the Admunistratur 


center of the public s attention In our 
tssue. the Office of Juvenile Justice and 


Prevention (OJJDP) has ust 
the first of six national scope 


missing annually in thes Country 


Studies of the Incidence of Missing 
Omldren have estimates of the 


by strangers annually Ther iniial 


A 


The tssuc of missing anc exploned hiidren 
18 a complex. tragic one that remanrs at the 


continuing efforts to tearn more about this 


studnes to determine the number of Children 


Researchers conducting OJJDP» National 


number of children abducted and murdered 


estimates, described i this OJJDP Bulletin. 
are based on a detailed study of 9 years of 
FBI data and existing State and national 
studies. Thas 1s the first time these data have 
been utilized for this pur se. 


Because these findings focus solely on the 
rarest and most senous of missing Children 
cases being studied, 11 1s still too early to 
reach a final conclusion about the total 
cumber of missing children: 


While we awa results from the other 
components of the incidence studies, OJJDP 
will continue its efforts to help reduce the 
modence of crimes agamst children. 
particularly abduction and sexual exploita 


thon, and to wmprove the responses of 
agencies responsible for dealing with these 
crmes. 


These efforts mmc lude providing informa. 
thon, trarmeng. and techni al assistance to 
juvenile pustice and other dec issonmakers 
about effective strategies to aduress the 
issue of missing and explored children. 
We are also focusing our efforts on 


|. 


example. we do not yet know how 
many Children are abducted cach year 
by strangers. parents. or other family 
members. of the number of tecnage 
runaways who are at msk of physical 
abuse and sexual explo. tapon. 


These questions will be answered by 
other componcats of the Natonal 
Incadence Studies. 2 $1.6 millon 
project funded by OJJDP’s Missing 
Children’s Program. Such a study was 
mandated by Congress when nt passed 
the Missing Children’s Assistance Act 
im 1984. The studies are being con- 
ducted by the University of New 
Hampsture Farmily Research Lab under 
the direction of Drs. Gerald T. Hotaling 
and David Finkethor. along with Dr. 
Andrea Sediak and staff of Westat. 
results presented om thes report are the 
first from a senes of six major parts of 
The other five components. which will 
provide answers about the extent and 
nature of the phenomenon of missing 
children, include: 

J A Police Records Study is currently 


ments natonwide. fi rs designed to 
determine the total number and types of 


2 A followup survey of mettutons for 
youth will provide an ¢-timate of the 
number of youths who run away from 
reudential facilites. 


J Analyses of data on throwaw ays 
reported in the National Study of the 
Incidence of Child Abuse and Neglect 
will provide estimates and profiles of 
youth who do not leave home voluntar- 


Figure I. National Studies of the Incidence of Missing Children: 


tly te¢ are ahandaned of forced from 
ther homes by parents or guardians. 


Together. the information gathered mn 
these wii stadses well fill mm a pecture 
made up of many hours spent by 
parents wasteng for a child to return 
home. phone calls made to polor and 
neighbors: family stress, conflict. or 
draumicgraion. teenagers awerting thew 
independence of runmeng from sstu- 
ahhions of physecal abuse and sometimes 
mio sei.ual cx plostaian. and 

parents tehef when then “ming 
child” » jest low. 


_y Stranger abduction 
homicide estimates 
based on FBI data 


The Incadence Studies evtemates of the 
number of chuidren kidnapped and 
murdered by strangers annually were 
developed wang the Comparative 
Homicide File, whach contain detailed 
information from the Supplemental 
Homicide Reports (SHR) submetted to 
the FBI by police departments actons 
the country. Based on this data. 
researchers at UNH studied the victors 
and circumstances of more than | 4,000 
child hormcide cases that occurred 
between 1976 and 1984. 


Hotaling and Finkethor found a total ot 
260) child hormicide cases hetween 1980 
that were commutied by strangers and 
mvolved crimes such as rape or other 
sexual or felony offenses. Since these 
are the crrcumstances that are beheved 
to have the highest probability of 
involving abduction or kidnapping. the 
estimate of S2 cases annually is 
considered one of the most conmserva- 
tive national estimates of the number of 
children abducted and murdered by 
strangers. (See the later discussion of 
lumitations of the data ) 


sume 5-year period, a total of $30-—or 
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those 106 undetermuned Cases. repre- 
senting what researchers believe to be 
the upper bounds of a nabonal cwumaic 


During the 9 years for which data are 
curremtly avaslabiec. the numbers of 
Ctuld harmcdes by strangers thal may 
have smvolved kLadnappeng oF ahductian 
ranged from a low of 110 m 1980 toa 
bag 1 of 212 om 19K2. (See Figure 2.) 
However. there «+ no evidence from 
these data. or other sources reviewed om 
thes report. that the numbers of thew 
Cases are mcreawng. UNH researchers 
are planmeng to update thes report w sth 
more Current data as part of the 
National Incadence Studies 


_ Five other studies 
examined 


In addition to analyzing the Supple - 
mental Hormcide Reports. the research. 
ers compared thew estrmaies with 
semilar data from five other State and 
national sources 


4 Case summary data on all child 
abduction cases referred to OJJDP's 
National Center for Missing and 
Exploned Children (NCMEC) 


J An analysis of the Supplemental 
Homicide Reports from the State of 


California. 


J An analysis of homicide trends in 
Dade County (Miami), Florida 


<2 The Illinois Criminal Justice Infor- 
mation Authority study of Uniform 
Crime Reports for the Nation 


J A study of abductions in Houston. 
Texas, and Jacksonville, Fiorda, 
conducted by the National Center for 
Missing and Exploned Children 
(NCMEC) 


Table | on the next page summarizes 
the six different studies. Because of 
varying data sources, each study 
reviewed yrelded different national 
estimates of the number and rate of 
children abducted and killed by 
strangers in a given year. Estimates 
ranged from a low of 46 per year to a 
high of 318, with rates ranging between 


Figure 2. National Incidence Studies’ Estimates of the Number of Children 
Abducted and Murdered by Strangers: 1976-1984 
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Note: Data are from the Comparatrve Hormcsde File (CHF) and mnctude all stranger hom ndes 
of victors under 1% years old m which the cave also mvelved rape. sexual assault. other feborry 
on sempected felony orm which Crcumstances of the Case were undetermined 


1.1 and 4.2 per millon children. The 
Incidence Studies estimates, based on 
the CHF data. fell at the low end of the 
range with between 52 and 15% cases 
per year for an average rate of 1.7 
victoms per rrullon children 


The results of these secondary analy 
tended to confirm the soundness of the 


Incidence Studies estimates. Therefore. 


despite the fact that the CHF is an 
indirect measure of the incidence of 
stranger abduction homicides of 
children, researchers are confident that 
ther findings represent the most 
rehable natronal estemates available 


Adolescents at 
highest risk 


Researchers found that |4- te 17-year. 
old adolescents accoun! for nearly two 
out of three victims of suspected 
stranger abduction homicides, repre. 
senting the highest rate of all the age 
groups studied (see Table 2 and Figure 
3). Approximately 7 per | million 


3 


youth aged 14-17 years. compared wath 
fewer than | per | million children 
aged 0 to 9. were abducted and 
murdered by strangers 


This finding conflicts with a commonly 
held hehef that younger children are at 
greater risk of stranger abduction 
hormcides than older children. It 1s not 
possible to determine from the informa. 
thon available whether the murdered 
adolescents had run away or had been 
thrown out of ther homes. But 1 does 
ugges the need to assess the potential 
danger to teens. particularly those made 
more vulnerable to crime victimization 
because they have run away or been 
forced from thei households. Ths 
topic will be explored further mm the 
Police Records Study 


JGiris at greater 
risk than boys 
For stranger abduction homicides that 


also involve known of suspected felony 
crimes (¢.g.. rape, sexual assault, 
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Table 1. National Estimates of the Number of Children Abducted and Murdered by Strangers: 
A Comparison of the Incidence Studies’ Estimates with Five other Sources of Information 


Study Annual F stimates Description of Data Base 
(Rate per Milhon) 
Natromal Inoiden ¢ Studies $2.18 Comparative Homicide bile (1980-1984). Estematcs devchaped hy rescarchery at 
1980-1984 (Hotaling and (1.7) the Larveraty of New Hampshire (UNH) baxcd om automa ide data trom Supple 
Fankcthor 19%) metial Homicade Reports sont to the FBI inctudcs thow harmcides of persue 


(6-17 years old that were Commaicd by “rangers m whach the CHcumtances of the 
cane were Inghly bekcly to have mmvolwed an ahductan ($2). hus thow on whch 
cwcumances weve undetermaned ( | SK) 


Natscnal Comer tor Mivsang 1-5 (ase Record. of the Natronal ( enter for Mirwwung and b phoned ( hildren 
and Exploned Children data (ht) (NCMEC) Jone 1984—January 1988. They rang: of ctematcs mx tudes all Lnown 
1984-1988 Mtranger abduction hormcrdes of children reponed to the national Clearinghouse (46 


per year). phes thowe (tuldren lidnapped by strangers who were stell mrweng and 
prewmed murdcred by thew abductors (KR per year) 


Caltorma Supplemental 210 Supplemental Homicide Reports for the State of ( aliforma (19RE) In. udeu all 
Homicide Reports: 1984 (ar) vtranger perpetrated homcides of children (under 18) which alse mvotved rape. 
(Best 1987) other serual offenses other fclames an senpected fclumes Best dev chaped ts 


national evtimate adpustiony for C absforma s stegtitly tegher rate of ¢ Prrkel Pwr shes 
compared to the rewt of the coumiry His 1984 extematc i hegher than the bre rdemor 
Studies’ upper estimate of 156 for that year.” 


Homicides in Miami. Flonda 125 Published case summaries of all 1980 homicides in Miami (Dade (owets) hI 

1980 (Wilbanks 1984) (19) UNH researchers progected national estemates based on cheld hom ade aves that 
were commutted try strangers and met Madet Penal Cade det mation of bidnappeng 
After adjusting for Miarm s ugh held howmcede rate. the extemate of |)! w as fasrty 
close to the National Incidence Studies extemate of 110 for 1980 wang the CHF * 


Hhinors Crominal Justice Ps Uniform Crime Report 1980-1982. Orginally haved on national totals of all 
Information Authority (39%) homicide victoms umder age 1) who were murdered under amy crcumstances (NH 
(1980-1982) (ICILA 1987 researchers revised those estimates by exctudemg 1K and 1% year olds trom the 


count and applying more comer atrve estemates of the mvolvement of strangers 
This revised estemate ts still inflated since ft assumes abductions were mmvatved m 
all stranges hormmcides Compared to the National Incidence Studies figures for 
those years, # ts SOS higher * 


Jacksonville and Houston ue” Police records in Jacksonville, FL. and Houston, TX: 1984. NCMEC «aff 
Police Records Study: 1984 (4.2) reviewed all 1984 offense repens imvetveng all Cremes against Cheldren (00 17 years 
(NCMEC 1986) old) commited by nonfamily members. UNH researchers revised the NCMEC 


estimates adjusteng for the hugh cheld hommcide rates m these coties Still these 
estemates we comaudered tngh wnce these mummers omc tude all perpetrators whe 


though they were nomtarmerly memhers may have heen a quamtances amd met 
strangers. The Incidence Studies extimate for 1984 was 16 cases * 


“See Figure 2, Incidence Studies estimates, 1976- '9R4 
"Ind ates onginal published estemate was revised 
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robbery. cic.). there are nearly two 
female vicums for every male vice. 
Thus finding contrasts wath general 
homicide rates un whach boys are twace 


study found that females are four temes 
more hkely than males to be victors of 
abductions m general 


Racial minorities 
show higher rates 


Although a greater number of white 
Children were abducted and murdered 
by strangers. whites have the loweu 
rate compared to all other racial groups. 
The total rate for blacks (6.46 per 
rmilhon black children) was found to be 
more than three times higher than the 
rate for whites (1.79 per million white 
children). Asian children (4 4 per 
millon Asian Children) were victims of 
such crimes at twice the rate as were 
white children. The rate of child 
abduction homicide 1s higher for blacks 
than whites in all abduction categones. 
and especially bogh when circum. 
ances cannot be determened 


4 Regional ditterences 


In contrast to established geographic 
patterns of youth hormcides. a different 
pattern emerged mm the case of stranger 
abduction homicides of youths | 4 to 
17. General homicide rates for this age 
group typically have been highest om the 
South and lowest m the Northeast The 
Incidence Studies data for 1980-84 
show the highest rate of stranger 
abduction hormcides of children to 
have occurred im the Northeast (4.7! 
per | millon children). followed by the 
West (2.94 per | million children), with 
the Midwestern and Southern States 
lower rates (1.67 


Figure 3. Selected Characteristics of Children Murdered by Strangers. by 
Circumstances of Cases and Age. Race and Sex of Victim: 
Rates per Millson, 1980-1984 
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Table 2. Selected Characteristics of Children Murcered by Strangers, by 
Circumstances of Cases and Age, Race and Sex of Victims: 1986-1984 


Undetermined * Total 


-~ 
> 
23 


* Includes cfrid hermscides Commetod by strangers rvetving ome or mere of the tedlow me offomses om 
additiem to the murder rape other sexual offenses ther tetany on segected fetewry | the crc armstam es 


most bhety to ervotwe an amb tem 


* Prades Ctheid hermcides Comemtied by strangers hut for winch mere ertormnatren cm Oe rr UmrPstame es 
ea fet brown or mem emda ated am the Senplemental Horm ide Report 


Neate Raw nurnher. were rounded off tor cmvemen > 


4 Summary 
and conclusions 


While more definitive results will soon 
be avatlable from the Police Records 
Study, the results of thes first part of the 
National Incidence Studies represent 
the first atiernpt to estimate the number 
of stranger abduction homicides of 
children using national data These 
estimates, which range from $2 to 1 $8. 
and those from cther studies reviewed 
m this report, differ significantly from 
earher behets that thousands of 
children are bidnapped and murdered 
by strangers each year The available 


data also suggest that there has heen no 
recemt upsurge mn the number of 


toms about the size of the problem. rt 
does not mean that the public s concern 
about stranger abduction and/or murder 
of ctuldren 1s unrwarramed Even 
though there 1s now evidence these 
crimes don't occur as often as carer 
beheved. when they do occur, they are 


horrendows. leaving ternible scars an 
farmbecs and Communic. 


The findings related to the poograpiuc 
locaton of these murders and the apes 
of the vectemm sugges that the mk for 
teenagers ¢s much ingher than prevs- 
ously thought. In the course of the 
Police Recards Study we hape to find 
owl mare mnformatian about thc 
cwrcummances of these Cases to heticr 
undermand the mb factors awacsated 
wath these crumes agar! ctuidren 


Such snformatan. combtuned wath woh 
data such as that from CAIDP’'s Na- 
onal Incsdence Studies. can help ws 
undermand and heticr deal wath 
Amencas mining and caploned 
ctuidren 


_j Limitations of the data 


Five of the si cstemates presented on 
Table | come from police records ot 

police statistics. Three pounts need to 
he made about these data 


First, although abduction is det med 
differently wm differem States. om 
general the legal definmon represented 
m the statistics 1s somewhat broader 
than peaple s common sense def mtian 
of the crime. For example, a victim (in 
thes case. a child) does not necessarily 
have to he mrswseng for an extended 
penad of tome to have heen abducted 
A child who was taken forcibly emto a 
murdered. would usually he coumted as 
an abduction murder even if that cheld s 
abvence was never noted. 


Secondly. the researchers were working 
with data which were not specifi ally 
collected for the purpose at hand And 
therd. there may he some mmstances of 
undercounting m which a child 
abduction homicide would not he found 
m the polioe records Conversely. there 
may he emstances of overcountong om 
which a case was cClawfied as an 
abduction becuase of the Crrcurmstances 
surrounding the murder such as rape. 
but which did not actually mvolve 
abduction 
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